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Tom Wood has been photographing Liverpool through the windows 

of a bus for almost 20 years 

You could say that his pat ient observat ion and 
construction of tableaux ot moments in time m a k e him a 
street photographei. thriving in the territory caived 
out by Bill Brandt and Bert Hard! in the 1940s and '50s 
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All the classic components of street photography are in 
his Liverpool work, the bricolage of houses, shops and 
thoroughfares, graffiti, people living in crowded streets, 
shopping, talking, gesticulating. But there is something 
different about Tom wood's photographs, something 
which puts them outside the documentary frame, 
in his new book All Zones off Peak, Wood has established 
himself as entirely transient, not on the streets, but 
passing through them, sometimes slowly, sometimes 
rapidly, sometimes stopping, not as a documentalist 
would to catch a poignant image, but because the bus 
has halted to collect more passengers. So Wood's journey 
through the streets of inner-city Liverpool is one which he 
cannot altogether control, he has become part of an 
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infrastructure, a plotted history of passage. 
He is fascinated by the notion of coincidence, seeing 'life 
as |a succession of| recurring stock characters and 
situations. ' His photography is more complex than 
documentary, and surrounding the familiar objects of the 
cityscape, the bus stop, the corner shop, the street 
advertising there is an insistence on sameness Wood 
sees the city not as a dramatic theatre of events, but a 
place of ordinariness, bound by codes of behaviour, 
enclosed by the order of street life, in his photographs, 
people stand and wait, observing old rituals of collective 
public life. There is no romance in Wood's Liverpool, no 
echoes of the past, no nostalgia. His photographs taken in 
the early 1980s are not substantially different from those 

of the mid-1990s. Black and white has become colour, but 
otherwise the city is the same. Wood does not see himself 
as a historian, using photographs to detect social change 
or synergy; quoting Lisette Model, he says "I want to prove 
nothing in my pictures. The photographs I take prove 
something to m e " 

Sometimes the w indows tel l their own stories, 
fragmented graffitied narratives addressed to strangers -
"I've been on this bus three times now today. But it 
doesn't bother me when I have to write Linzu loves Pointy 
again" On a rainy day, Wood photographs an avalanche of 
rain drops striking the glass and through the patterns a 
group of pensioners bow their heads to the elements. 
Wood's work is about the way we live in late 20th century 

Britain, far removed from the Swiftian satires of Martin 
Parr or the rumbustious grotesques of Richard Billingham. 
It is d i f f icul t to place Tom Wood wi th in the British 
documentary tradition. While other photographers who 
became active in the late '70s and '80s fit comfortably into 
a histor iography - Parr's breakthrough into colour 
documentary, detonating an explosion of social satirists 
including Anna Fox, Paul Reas and Paul Graham, the black 
and white documentalists of the North East, headed by 
Chris Killip and Graham Smith - Wood is a more enigmatic 
figure, known only for his 1980s study of nightclubs 
Looking for Love, a project which he now sees as 
something of an irrelevance; "I never saw it as properly 
representative of my work. I felt that I'd been pigeonholed 

Clockwise from top: Going into town, Saturday night, Stanley Road Bootle 1989; Gyratory, City centre 1993; Scotland Road, Liverpool 1989; Woodfall Heath, Merseyside 1989 
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Clockwise from top left: Whitechapel city centre 1994; London Road 1989; Stanley Road, Bootle (flower Streets) 1989; Stanley Road, 
Bootle 1989; Kensington, Liverpool 1988 

as a new colour documentalist." 
Looking for Love, like some of the other small-run 
photographic books published with a mixture of public 
and private funds during the '80s, sometimes supported 
by Manchester's Cornerhouse Publications, sometimes 
self-published with the aid of an Arts Council grant, 
became something of a cult object. The photographs 
added their comment about life in the '80s, as pleasure 
was marketed to a youth who increasingly became the 
focus of a voracious commercial world After Looking for 
Love, wood continued his bus photography, but soon 
found that British galleries, which he hoped would be 
interested in the completed project, were, by the early 
1990s in a state of fundamenta l confusion about 
photography. He found the most common reaction to All 
Zones Off Peak was that it was social documentary, a 
portrait of a city and as such, did not fit into the art gallery 

system. Neither did it conform to the new ground-rules 
established by the UK's network of photography galleries, 
which aspired to escape from what they perceived as a 
photographic ghetto and become part of the fine art 
system. To add to the confusion. Wood did not see himself 
as either a social documentalist in the English tradition or 
a conceptual documentalist in the European mould. At a 
time when Parr, Fox, Reas and Nick Waplington were seen 
as challenging Thatcherite materialism in strident new 
colour, and German photographers Gursky, Thomas Ruff 
and Thomas Struth were presenting a startling vision of 
New Europe, Tom Wood was looking towards the 
subject ive ci ty documentar ies of American Lee 
Friedlander. But US photographers (with the exceptions of 
Nan Goldin and Andreas Serrano) were no longer the 
cultural leaders they had been in the '70s; seen in Europe 
as being compromised by craft values and status, they 





were no longer challenging figures. 
Tom Wood has seen Liverpool not as a city marked out 
by its history • shipping and emigration. Militant and the 
Beatles • but by the sheer synthesis of the urban 
landscape. "I think of a photograph as a receiver of 
sensation. Sensations are intangible, I try to organise 
them through the act of photography." But, despite the 
formalism of Wood's approach to photography, there is 
an enormous melancholy in his work a sense of loss. In 
his black and white photographs of the early 1980s, he 
portrays a shadowy city, almost a ruin, where people 
wander and pause, as if startled by their own situations. 
They are like survivors from some great catastrophe, lost 
in a moonscape of derelict buildings and destroyed 

Clockwise from top left: Graften St, Dingle 1989; Anfield 1993; 
Kensington, Liverpool 1989; Strand Shopping Centre 1989 



habitations, wood's eye on this scene is bleak, but not 
satirical. He gazes at the people he photographs with a 
topographer 's eye, mapping out their places in a 
landscape full of signs and significance. He records the 
rite of waiting, the absence of speed, dwells on the 
silence and isolation of the individual within the city. 
Though he may see his photography as formalist and 
subjective, it is inevitable that he has become a kind of 
chronicler of the way we live now. Children, women and 
older people inhabit the buses, they have learned to be 
pat ient , been forced to be dependent . These 
photographs reflect on powerlessness, people taken 
from the centres of their cities and placed in marginal 
housing projects where the irony of the collapse of 

public services is at its most acute. Along the bus route, 
there are signs of a different past, more communal and 
engaging; a pub on a corner site of a wasteland which 
was once a web of houses and streets shops which 
maybe once sold grocer ies now cater for the 
underprivileged, recycled electrical goods foregrounded 
by skips which bulge and burst with the things that even 
the poor can't use. And everywhere, shop fronts are 
boarded up, their customers gone or just broke as a city 
of workers becomes a space of loss 
The only permanence in Tom wood's Liverpool is the bus 
route, wh ich cont inues to plough its way through 
apocalypse, becoming a vital sign within the wilderness. 
Through this strange landscape, Tom Wood travels daily, 

sitting just like the other passengers, waiting for journey's 
end. His chronicle is a bleak one, potent and full of omens. 
A wanderer on a predetermined journey, he rediscovers 
every day. Confronting a familiar landscape, his pictures 
show an amazement in its changeability. Small dramas of 
place and t ime, played out against a backdrop of 
momentous social crisis, days in the life, lives unknown. 

Tom Wood's show opens at the Museum of Modern Art, 
Oxford on Aug 28 and runs to Oct 4. His work is also being 
shown jointly in Liverpool by the Open Eye and Bluecoat 
galleries between Oct 17 and Nov 22. All Zones Off Peak is 
launched by Dewi Lewis Publishing to coincide with the 
Oxford show opening 
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